SCENE    II

BACK  TO  NATURE

How, being in the Syrian desert beside the Euphrates,
I saw the King of Babylon return from the Wilder-
ness

AS I drove through the Syrian desert from
Tripoli through Horns on my way to Bagh-
dad I had to pass through the rows of orange
columns and arcades which mark the site of Palmyra,
the city of the noble-hearted queen Zenobia, who
dared to stand against the power of Rome nearly
seventeen centuries ago. Her city, among the beauti-
ful relics of which a few Arab huts and a wretched
khan now seek shelter from the sun, has been superb
in splendour, and amid the sandstone cliffs and desert
spaces one came upon it as a miracle. But where, I
wondered, was water for so magnificent a place?
One small well for the villagers was evident in the
middle of an open square, but that was all. I drove
on, regretfully leaving so strange a memorial of an
almost forgotten age and woman, but as I entered
upon the flat desert that extends almost to the
Euphrates, I looked south and there lay a vast sheet
of brilliant water, the edge not more than a mile or
two away, and here and there it was fringed with palm
trees and bushes, wavering in the steamy heat.
" Plenty of water there for all the queens of the
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